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Summary: Steve Harrington is an out of work actor who's just 
starting out and has agreed to let one of Nancy's friends photograph 
him for extra cash. Jonathan Byers is a broody, asocial photographer 
that just wants to finish he project. Steve isn't used to photo shoots 
and Jonathan isn't really used to people like Steve. But, Steve is hard 
to dislike, and Jonathan opens up to him about his 


The Poets Are Just Kids Who Didn't Make It 


Stranger Things - Stonathan — Untitled 


Steve sat in the cab toying with his phone, double checking the 
address to make sure he had the right place. He did. He was over 
thirty minutes late and he didn't think Jonathan would be pleased, 
but he wasn't sure he was even going in. He knew nothing about the 
man waiting for him inside except his name and that he was a 
photographer and Steve was being paid a hundred bucks to let him 
photograph him for some project. He needed the money, sure, being 
an out of work actor wasn't going to pay his bills. Rent was due in 
two days and the money from his last job was running thin, so he 
needed this, but staring up at the decaying building where Jonathan's 
studio was made him feel a little bit nervous. What if he was some 
creep who was just trying to get him naked and then take advantage 
of him? 


Granted, he had gotten a reference from his ex, who had apparently 
gotten her start modeling for this guy, so he doubted he was too 
much of a creep. 'A bit asocial and shy, but otherwise nice’ had been 
the way Nancy had described him. So, he probably wasn't some 
predator, and Steve had dealt with worse people who hadn't come so 
highly recommended. 


"You getting out? I've got other places to be, kid," The cabbie spoke, 
gruff and tired, shaking Steve from his anxious thoughts. He was 
going in. He had to. 


"Yeah, sorry." Steve handed over a few bills and exited the cab, 
stretching as he looked up at the high rise. It looked like it had been 
built a couple centuries ago, but this district wasn't that old, so it 
wasn't ancient, just decrepit and crumbling. Not at all what he'd 
expected when Nancy had told him about the photographer that had 
launched her career. Apparently, he had connections and was 
somebody important here in LA, but if that was the case, why 
couldn't he afford a better part of the city? 


He took a deep breath and walked up to the front doors looked over 
the list of names above the speaker. There, fifth on the list, scrawled 


in fading felt pen, the label peeling ever so slightly from age, read 
Jonathan Byers.' That was the guy. He pressed the button and 
waited. 


"Yeah?" A tired voice came from the speaker, crackling with static 
and slightly distorted. 


"Uh, I'm Steve Harrington? I have an appointment with Jonathan 
Byers?" Steve answered. 


There was no reply, but the door unlocked, so Steve assumed that 
meant he was supposed to go in. He took hold of the door's handle 
and pulled, half afraid it would break off in his hand. It didn't, and he 
entered the building. It was just as old and worn down on the inside 
as it was on the outside. The décor was dated at best and tacky at 
worst. The mailboxes looked antique and could have been considered 
pretty, in some odd way, but the metal was tarnished and two of the 
doors hung open on broken hinges. This was not the type of place 
Steve was used to going. Hell, he hadn't even known places like this 
existed in LA. Even his apartment wasn't this crappy, and it was the 
cheapest place he could find. Not that he was judging, okay, yeah, he 
was judging, but could he be blamed? This place was a wreck. 


He shook his head as he passed the elevator, not really trusting it to 
carry him up four flights of stairs. He'd rather walk, even if it meant 
being a few minutes later than he already was. Aside from a 
newspaper and a few crumpled flyers, the stairs looked to be solid. It 
only took him a few minutes to climb them, and another two to find 
the right door. He let out a sigh and knocked, promising himself that 
if it looked shady, he'd make up an excuse to leave, even if it meant 
not getting paid. 


"You're late," Jonathan greeted him as the door swung open. He 
stepped out of the way and ushered Steve through the doorway and 
into a room that didn't quite fit the rest of the building. The walls 
were clean and white and covered with photographs and magazine 
articles that Steve assumed were about exhibits Jonathan had done. 
The room smelled of smoke and lavender incense, which was a nice 
change from the musty hallway. Camera equipment was scattered on 
top of a wooden table next to a half empty mug of coffee with a 
happy looking rainbow on it and a pack of cigarettes, lighter 


balanced on top. In one corner of the room there was a back drop, 
grey, plain, with a darker grey chair in front of it and a few lights 
positioned around it with a camera on a tripod in the middle. The 
room wasn't very organized, but Steve figured it was more of an 
organized chaos than general messiness. Two over-stuffed, faded blue 
chairs were next to the table, but that was the only color in the room 
besides the mug. It wasn't homey, but it was better than he had 
expected. 


"Yeah, sorry. Traffic was a bitch." Steve winced at how cliché that 
sounded. It wasn't even a good lie. The truth was that he'd needed the 
full half hour to work himself up into even hailing a cab in the first 
place. 


Jonathan only hummed in response and Steve doubted he cared 
enough to call him on the obvious lie. 


Steve took a moment to take in the man before him. He was shorter 
than Steve, and his hair was fairly long and messy, but it framed his 
angular face quite nicely. Steve watched as he took a drag from his 
cigarette and blew the smoke out. He was attractive, Steve guessed, 
not what he'd expected, either. He wore a long sleeved black sweater, 
which Steve found odd, considering LA's heat, but it fit his frame 
well. Dark wash jeans hung loosely around his waist, not 
purposefully loose, but more like they just didn't quite fit right 
anymore. Steve frowned, wondering exactly how he could get away 
with dressing like that when the second Steve so much as forgot to 
wash his hair, somebody had a comment for him. It took him a 
second to realize he wasn't the only one staring, but unlike his gaze, 
Jonathan's was much more intense, looking at him like he wasn't 
quite a person, but more a painting and he was deciding whether he'd 
look better above the mantel or in the hallway. It was a little 
unnerving, Steve was used to being looked at like he was an object, it 
came with the territory, but it didn't feel like Jonathan meant to be 
rude, more like he just didn't know how else to view him. 


"Uh, so-" 


"You can undress here or in the bathroom, whichever you'd prefer," 
Jonathan told him, taking another drag. 


Steve nodded and the nervousness was back. He wasn't used to 
undressing in front of strangers. But, he'd agreed, and now he had to 
make good on that. "I'll just- Uh, here's fine, I guess." 


Jonathan looked him over once more before putting out his cigarette 
in an ash tray and starting towards his camera. He paid no attention 
to Steve as he began to fiddle with it. Steve figured that was his way 
of trying to give Steve some semblance of privacy. 


Steve bit his lip, deciding once and for all that he was going to do 
this, and pulled his shirt over his head. He wasn't sure where to put 
it, so he threw it over the arm of one of the chairs and kicked off his 
shoes, tucking his socks inside and unbuttoning his pants. He pulled 
them off and laid them with his shirt. He hesitated a second before 
ridding himself of his boxers, deciding that, well, Jonathan probably 
saw a lot of naked people, so he most likely wasn't going to be a 
creep about it, nor was he likely to judge him too harshly, not as 
harshly as some of his lovers in high school had, anyway, so there 
was no point in being shy about it. 


He was thankful that the room wasn't cold like the last one was when 
he'd filmed his last unclothed scene. That had been quite 
uncomfortable and he'd been sure the whole time that he was going 
to catch a cold. 


"Where do you, uh, where should I stand?" Steve asked, 
absentmindedly rubbing his arm. Shy, no, but still nervous. It wasn't 
everyday he stood completely naked in front of an attractive man, 
especially one who was so focused on anything but him. 


Jonathan looked up from the camera and suddenly Steve found 
himself on the receiving end of one of the most intense looks he'd 
ever gotten. Jonathan wasn't appraising him this time, no, this time 
he was flat out staring. Well, Steve could work with that. Just a deep 
breath and turn on the charm, that always worked. 


Steve smirked, "I know, I look good, right?" 


"Don't. Nancy said you'd do that. Don't," Jonathan stopped him in his 
tracks. 


"Do what?" Had he done something wrong? He didn't think so, but 
maybe Byers had a different opinion. 


"That thing where you get nervous and act cocky because of it. You 
don't have to impress me. I'm not here for your personality." 


"You just like me for my body," Steve teased, not dropping the act. It 
was what he did when he got nervous, it was his way of controlling 
the situation. 


Jonathan pursed his lips and looked like he was about to say 
something but thought better of it and simply pointed to the gray 
chair. "Sit." 


Steve wondered if he'd done something to piss Jonathan off, and 
before he could think better of it, he asked, "You mad at me or 
something?" 


"I just don't like fake people," Jonathan shrugged. 


Steve scoffed, offended, "I'm anything but fake." He made his way 
over to the chair and dropped down into it, drawing up in on himself. 
He didn't know what Byers's problem was, but he could get over 
himself and his hashtag deep nonsense. 


"You're putting on a front because you feel like you aren't in control 
of the situation. It's fake confidence and it's annoying. I didn't ask you 
here because I wanted you to force yourself to flirt with me. And if it 
helps, you are in control of the situation. You tell me to stop, I stop. 
You want it to be over, it's over. I'm not going to do anything you 
aren't okay with, alright? I don't know what Nancy has told you 
about me, but that's not how I work," Jonathan told him, frowning. 
He didn't mind nervous, everyone seemed to get nervous when they 
were naked, but it just bugged him that Steve was pretending to flirt 
with him. He didn't need that. Yes, Steve was pretty, and not just 
from an artistic standpoint, but he didn't like the idea of Steve 
putting on an act for him. It wasn't necessary, and, frankly, it was 
annoying. 


"Alright." Steve had to admit, it did make him feel better knowing 
that he was more in control of the situation than he'd thought. "And 


I'm not pretending." 
"You're pretending to be some cocky little-" 


"Well, yeah, but I'm not pretending to flirt with you." As soon as he 
said it, he regretted it. Did he really just come on to Jonathan? After 
all his worry that Jonathan would come on to him? Way to be a 
hypocrite. That being said, of course, that was before he'd met him 
when he was still imagining a forty-year-old blading guy in 
sweatpants. 


Jonathan wasn't sure how to respond to that, but he felt his cheeks 
get hot. Well, that wasn't what he'd expected from this encounter. He 
was pleasantly surprised, but it was a distraction and he didn't have 
time for that. "Whatever, just, don't sit like that." 


"How do you want me to sit?" Steve asked, not really sure how else to 
sit that wouldn't put the spotlight on the fact that he was, well, 
naked. 


"Normally. Just relax, okay." 


Steve shifted, trying to ignore the fact that he was naked and just sit 
like usual. It didn't work and he sighed in frustration before trying 
again, knowing that no matter how he sat, he was still on display. Or 
maybe he should work with that. He was naked, that wasn't going to 
change, but maybe he should stop trying to pretend he wasn't and 
just- 


"For fuck's sake, it's not a porn shoot, Harrington!" Jonathan snapped, 
frustrated. 


"Well, what do you want me to do?" 
"Sit naturally, like you would at home." 


"Oh, yeah, because I sit around my house naked all the time," Steve 
snarked. This was awkward enough without Jonathan's help. 


Jonathan pinched the bridge of his noise, annoyed. This was usually 
easier. Usually, he had people who had already done a few 
photoshoots who knew what the fuck to do, but no, he couldn't go 


with someone with experience, he just had to do what Nancy asked 
and help her friend. Her really hot friend who was obviously clueless 
about everything. "Here, just let me- I'll show you, okay?" 


"Fine." 


Jonathan made his way over to Steve before stopping and looking a 
little pained, "I'm going to touch you, okay? Is that alright?" 


"Go for it." Under normal circumstances, having a cute guy touch him 
while he was naked would be cause for celebration, but Jonathan 
looked so awkward about it that Steve doubted it would be much fun 
for either of them. 


Jonathan nodded before placing his hand on Steve's shoulder and 
gently shoving him back into the chair. "Turn so your back is against 
the arm of the chair." 


Steve did as instructed, letting Jonathan move him into place. 


"Good. Now put you leg up. No, the other one. Yeah, like that. And 
your hand here." Jonathan moved Steve's hand to his lap and let it 
drop, not wanting to be inappropriate. "The point is to show the 
human body as a work of art, you know? But nobody's gonna want to 
look at it artistically if all they see is your dick." 


"Fair enough," Steve accepted it and covered himself as instructed. 
"Now what?" 


"Now don't look directly at the camera," Jonathan instructed, walking 
back over to his place behind the camera. 


"Where do I look?" 


"Just anywhere but directly at the camera," Jonathan told him with a 
shrug. 


"Can I look at you?" 
"Am I behind the camera?" 


"Yeah?" 


"Then no." 


Steve rolled his eyes but scanned the room, looking for anything 
interesting enough to stare at. He finally settled on a few pictures on 
the wall across from him. He couldn't quite make out what they were, 
but they looked like buildings. Well, at least he knew Jonathan took 
photos of more than just naked people. 


The camera clicked a few times before Jonathan came back to help 
him adjust his position once more before taking a few other photos. It 
felt like it took forever to Steve, who was doing his best to keep still 
and the effort clearly showed on his face. 


"You can move, you know. You're not a statue and I'm not going to 
yell at you if you move a bit. Just don't start flailing about and you'll 
be fine. The world won't end if you move your arm a few inches," 
Jonathan chuckled. 


Steve smiled. He liked Jonathan's laugh. It was honest and quiet. It 
struck him that, while Nancy had seemingly told Jonathan all about 
him, he knew very little about Jonathan. "So, uh, why'd you get into 
photography?" 


"Hm?" Jonathan looked up and shrugged. "There's so many moments 
that should be preserved. Life moves on and forgets them seconds 
after they happen. Sometimes things are worth immortalizing." 


"Like naked people." 


"No, like buildings falling down or broken things that look so surreal, 
so imperfect for just a moment until someone fixes them and the 
world goes back to turning without even noticing it was ever 
anything less than perfect. Those things." 


"So, broken things and collapsed buildings." 


"Chaos and ruin, society's biggest flaws laid bare for any that care to 
look hard enough." 


"That's deep," Steve snorted. 


"Shut up." 


"So, you like ruin." 
"I do." 


"Is that why you chose this building? Because in all honestly, it 
should probably be condemned," Steve said, letting Jonathan adjust 
him once more. 


"Probably. And yeah, it was a good place to shoot when I don't feel 
like going anywhere, there's plenty of things to photograph here. Like 
the water stains on the sixth floor, or the broken mailboxes, or the 
broken window in the lobby that should have been fixed months ago 
but somehow isn't in the budget." 


"So, flaws." 


"Yeah, flaws. I like them. People think they're inherently bad, but 
they're not. They're what make things different, special. I find 
meaning in things like that. Some kind of proof that things aren't as 
perfect as we want to pretend they are." 


"You could find meaning in a crack in the sidewalk." 


"I actually have several photos of various cracks in the sidewalk," 
Jonathan told him. "Alright, on last one and then we're done." 


"Of course you do," Steve laughed. He didn't know much about him, 
but that seemed very true to character. "So, I take it you like 
photographing people because of their flaws?" 


"Yeah. Especially ones they try to hide, features they don't like, scars 
they wish they had better stories for, things like that." 


"Things people don't like. Like scars. And freckles?" Steve asked, 
looing up at Jonathan, slightly vulnerable. He'd gotten used to having 
them, they were easily hid beneath his clothing, but when he was 
younger he refused to even go swimming without a shirt. They'd been 
something different, something to be teased about, so he'd learned to 
hide them. Now, he didn't really care. They were there, he didn't like 
them, but they were there and he'd almost embraced them. There was 
no way to remove them without extensive treatment, anyway. But if 
Jonathan thought they were worth photographing, maybe they 


weren't so bad. 


"I like your freckles," Jonathan smiled at him, raising a hand and 
tracing a path between a couple of them on Steve's shoulder. "Makes 
you special, unique. Anything but perfect." 


Steve's mouth went dry. He'd never felt so complemented by being 
called imperfect. And Jonathan's hands were so gentle, so steady, and 
they had been the whole time. Every time he touched him Steve was 
struck by that, and every time he touched him, Steve wanted to tell 
him to never stop. "Yeah?" 


"Yeah. They're beautiful. You're beautiful," Jonathan said, his voice 
low. He let his hand trail across Steve's skin to his neck. This wasn't 
the first time he'd been attracted to one of his muses, but it was the 
first time he'd ever acted on it. Swallowing hard, Jonathan asked, 
"Can I?" 


Steve wasn't too sure what he was asking, but in that moment he 
would have let Jonathan do anything he wanted. "Yeah." 


Jonathan leaned down, cupping Steve's face in his hand, and pressed 
his lips against Steve's for a moment before pulling back and 
straightening up. Steve stood with him, fully aware that Jonathan 
would have to adjust him again, but dammit, that was not enough. 


He let out a small laugh, "That's not how you kiss someone, Byers." 


Jonathan raised an eyebrow at him, but smiled when he felt Steve's 
hand on the back of his neck, pulling him in for another, much longer 
kiss. Steve's lips moved against his and Jonathan found himself 
kissing back with just as much force, his free hand finding Steve's 
waist and pulling him close. Steve bit at Jonathan's lower lip and 
Jonathan obliged. Steve licked into his mouth, his hand tangling in 
Jonathan's hair and pulling gently. Jonathan finally broke the kiss 
after a few moments, pulling back and taking a deep breath. 


"That's a kiss," Steve informed him, smirking at him. This time the 
confidence wasn't fake. He felt completely comfortable with 
Jonathan, despite his state of undress, and given the opportunity, 
he'd do his best to get Jonathan unclothed, as well. 


Jonathan just smiled at him for a moment before gently shoving him 
back down into the chair. "Sit. One more, then we're done." 


"And then what?" 


"You could leave? Or we could, I don't know? What do you want?" 
Jonathan wasn't used to people staying, he wasn't sure what he could 
offer Steve, but whatever he asked for, Jonathan was willing to 
provide it. Well, almost. "I'm not going to fuck you, though. I like to 
keep my professional life and my private life separate." 


"That's disappointing." But fair. "Any chance I could be part of that 
private life?" 


Jonathan was taken aback. He hadn't expected Steve to allow him to 
kiss him, let alone want anything more to do with him. He was 
pleased, though, as Steve was everything Nancy had said he was. He 
was a little concerned about dating one of her exes, especially when 
he, himself, was one of her exes, but somehow he doubted that would 
be a problem for them. 


"I have no objection to it," he shrugged, stepping back into place 
behind the camera. "This time you can look at me, if you want. It'd be 
better for the shot." 


Steve did as he was told, looking up at Jonathan and asking, "Can I 
still stay, though?" 


"Sure?" Why would he want that? "What would we do?" 


"You could show me your photos and tell me about them. They look 
interesting. And, if I'm going to be part of your private life, I should 
probably get to know you, right?" 


"Right, sure." Whatever you want. "Now, shut up so I can take your 
picture, alright?" 


Steve snorted but did as instructed, waiting until Jonathan looked up 
from the camera to speak again, "So, why photography? Why do you 
do it, aside from because you like taking pretty pictures of broken 
things? What do you get out of it?" 


"Why acting? What do you get out of it?" Jonathan countered, 
removing the SD card from the camera and pocketing it. "We're 
done." 


"That was fun. And I chose acting because I like to pretend I'm 
someone else." Someone better, someone more confident, cooler, 
smarter, just better. He'd been a very self-conscious kid, but the 
second he'd stepped on stage for his second grade school play, he'd 
felt like he could do anything. It was like coming home. Like he'd 
finally found a place where he could fit, and if it ever stopped fitting, 
he could just become someone else. Sports were nice, too, his father 
had pushed him into those, but theatre had been where his heart was. 
He'd never forget the fight he'd had with his old man when he found 
out he was doing theatre. Their relationship had been failing for 
years, but that had been what really broke it. "It just felt right. On 
stage, I wasn't me. I was whatever the script said I was, I didn't have 
to worry about my problems or my shitty parents or the fact that I 
was failing English. It was just an escape, I guess, and I got addicted 
to the feeling of being someone other than myself for a few minutes." 


"Escapism. Understandable." 
"Your turn," Steve told him, heading towards his clothes. 


"I do it because I need an outlet. I need something to make sense of 
things. I find flaws and I highlight them and I make them look 
beautiful, and I guess, in doing that, I figure that if those flaws are 
beautiful, maybe my own are. And I mean, it gives purpose to the 
pain, so, there's that." Jonathan wasn't used to talking about his 
reasons for doing what he did. Sure, he had them, but to put them 
into words that didn't sound cheesy or overly emo was a feat. He did 
it because he needed to. He needed to make art to make himself 
happy, to keep himself sane. If he didn't, then he had no purpose, and 
therefore, neither did all the pain he'd gone through to get where he 
was today. 


Jonathan went towards the kitchenette, hidden behind the back drop 
to retrieve some of his work. If it wasn't on the walls, it was in an 
album or a box, but he figured Steve had had enough nakedness for 
one day, so he went with the box instead of his current project. 
Maybe he'd show the full finished project to Steve after he got his 


photos printed. If he stuck around that long, but Jonathan hoped he 
would. "These are just random shots that don't have a particular 
project attached to them, but you're welcome to look through them. 
I'm not sure what all of them are, I just printed them and tossed them 
in here, so my apologies if you find something horrible." 


Steve, fully dressed and sitting down in the chair, reached up for the 
box, happily taking it and setting it on the table in front of him. "And 
you took all of these?" 


"Every one of them," Jonathan nodded, taking a seat. "Some are from 
abandoned projects, some were just opportunistic, I think there might 
even be a few family photos in there from the last time I went home, 
too, but those are boring." 


"I don't think so. I don't have any family photos. I left them all at 
home when I left. Not that there's any particular sentimental 
attachment to any of them, they're just stiff posed photos where we 
pretended to like each other long enough for the photographer to 
snap a photo." Steve was well past caring about his family. He'd 
learned a long time ago that trying to make sense of what went 
wrong would only end up hurting him more. It wasn't his fault, but 
that didn't make it sting any less. 


"That sucks." Jonathan wasn't sure what else to say. He knew what it 
was like to have a shitty relationship with a parent, but he had his 
mother, at least, he couldn't imagine what it would have been like 
without her. 


Steve just shrugged and picked up a photo. A black and white image 
of a broken clock, the glass cracked and scuffed like it had fallen on 
the ground. "You weren't kidding about liking broken things." 


"Broken things are interesting, especially when they still function. It's 
like a testament to what we can withstand and still pull through. We 
might not work the way we should, but we work, and really, that's all 
that can be asked of us." 


"You're really into this deep, emo artist thing, aren't you?" Steve 
asked, teasing. He found Jonathan to be a little pretentious, but not 
in a bad way. He didn't seem to be saying the things he said because 


he thought he was somehow better for thinking them, but rather 
because he truly believed them. He was open, honest, even at the risk 
of being mocked. It was like he didn't really care what Steve thought, 
didn't care if he judged him. He was at peace with himself, knew who 
he was and wasn't ashamed of it, and Steve was a little envious. 


Jonathan snorted and shook his head, "If that's what you want to call 
it." 


"It is what I want to call it. Oh, my god, I'm dating an emo kid," Steve 
laughed at the thought. It was like high school all over again. He was 
getting flashbacks of self-dyed black hair and way too much eyeliner. 
He could just imagine Jonathan wearing all black and listening to My 
Chemical Romance on repeat whilst writing angsty poetry. 


"Dating? You're dating me?" Jonathan raised an eyebrow, not 
objecting to the thought. He hadn't really thought about it, but he 
wasn't adverse to the idea. Dating Steve might be fun. He was 
certainly unique, not just physically, but personality-wise. Jonathan 
couldn't remember the last time he'd had such an honest and 
revealing conversation with a total stranger, but Steve made him feel 
comfortable, like he wasn't going to judge him for anything. Steve 
was certainly odd, but Jonathan liked that. 


"Well, I mean-" Steve blushed and rubbed the back of his neck, "If 
you'll have me?" 


Jonathan smiled at him, "Sure. Who wouldn't want you?" 
"You'd be surprised," Steve told him. 


Jonathan shook his head, Steve seemed to have some self-worth 
issues, but that was alright. Jonathan wasn't exactly the most 
confident person, either. "I took that one my senior year of college. 
Someone threw a rock through the cafeteria window and instead of 
shattering, it broke in this spiral of cracks, like safety glass but 
sharper." 


"What? Oh," Steve looked down at the photo in his hand. "Is 
everything you take in black and white?" 


"I use color when the occasion calls for it, but I find most things look 
better in grayscale. It highlights the lines, the abstract beauty of it." 


"You really are an artist, aren't you?" Steve didn't meet too many 
artists outside of actors, but he had to admit, he liked their 
viewpoints. 


"Art is everything to me. Without it I probably wouldn't be here right 
now," Jonathan admitted. "It sounds cliché, I know, but it's true. 
Without an outlet, without a way to make sense of all the suffering, I 
don't think I would have made it through college, let alone this far." 


"And the suffering has to make sense, right? It's got to have a 
purpose?" Steve asked. Obviously, Jonathan had been through some 
shit. Steve understood that. He couldn't say he had the easiest of 
times getting to where he was right now. He couldn't imagine who 
he'd have become without theatre giving him a way to express 
himself. He probably would have ended up like his dad. Working a 
job he hated, married to a woman he didn't love because she ended 
up pregnant with a son he didn't want. No, Steve couldn't live like 
that. 


"That's what art is. Giving purpose to the suffering. What's the point 
of it if it doesn't make us better? Better people, better artists," 
Jonathan told him, feeling more open and vulnerable than he had in 
years. This was why he was on the other side of the camera. He didn't 
like to be splayed out and picked apart like someone was trying to 
make sense of him. 


"Maybe it doesn't have a purpose, though. Maybe it just hurts," Steve 
shrugged, picking up another photo and looking at it like he was 
trying to find some hidden meaning in it. Really he just wanted an 
excuse to pry into Jonathan a little bit more. He wanted to ask him 
about his past, but he figured that was best left to another time, after 
they'd gotten to know some of the smaller stuff first. You couldn't just 
dive first into childhood trauma, you had to learn things like how 
they took their coffee and what radio station they liked best first. 


Jonathan was quiet for a moment before responding, "If it doesn't 
have a purpose, then it's just pain. Pointless, senseless pain. Like the 
universe just decided one day that 'Hey, I'm going to fuck up this 


person forever for no apparent reason.' How do you heal from that?" 


"And that's supposed to help you heal? That's what this is?" He asked, 
raising his eyebrows. If this was Jonathan healing, he'd hate to have 
seen him before. He didn't exactly scream mentally stable or put 
together now. Not that that was a problem, Steve couldn't judge. He 
didn't have the healthiest of coping mechanisms, himself. 


Jonathan nodded. He'd tried a lot of things to make himself feel 
better. Drinking, drugs, running away. None of it had worked quite 
like this did. It was his way of making sense of a senseless thing. It 
helped. It didn't make his past go away, it didn't change all the shitty 
life choices he'd made, but it made them bearable. "This is me giving 
purpose to the pain, giving it an outlet. This is me healing, slowly, 
sure, but healing." 


"That makes sense," Steve said, looking at another photograph. He 
wasn't sure what this one was supposed to be. It looked like a bunch 
of bruises, but it was so close up he couldn't tell. It was one of the 
few that were in color, though, so it caught his attention when he'd 
seen it. 


"That one's from a fight I got into about three years ago with Lonnie. 
He showed up at my mom's house and wanted a second chance. It 
didn't take long to see he hadn't changed, and when he started in on 
Will for dating a boy, I lost it. Took Hopper and two other cops to 
separate us. Wasn't a good night, honestly." It had been the last time 
he'd seen Lonnie. As far as he knew, he hadn't come around much 
after that. Jonathan didn't like to fight, but after years of having to 
defend himself against Lonnie, he'd gotten pretty good at it. He knew 
it would have been easy to give into the anger that burned 
underneath everything, but he didn't want to turn out like his father, 
so he avoided violence as best he could. 


"Looks painful," was all Steve could think to say. 


Jonathan just shrugged. He wasn't trying to be a tough guy, but after 
fourteen years of living with Lonnie, pain had kind of lost its edge. 
He reached over to rifle through the photos, looking for a couple he 
knew were in there. "But that's the past. I think there are a few 
happier ones in there. Some stuff from a shoot I did back home. It's a 


small town, but it's got this aesthetic, like it's stuck in a time loop and 
it's forever the eighties. It's quaint." 


Steve watched as Jonathan pulled a photo from the box and handed 
it to him. "That's Will, my brother, and Mike, his husband on their 
first anniversary last year. They're in front of the town's theatre. I 
swear, it's never shown anything more recent than Grease." 


Steve smiled at the photo. The couple looked happy and the town 
charming, if not a bit strange. "So, you can take happy photos." 


"Yeah, sometimes. It might not seem like it, but this does make me 
happy. It's easy to get all brooding and dark about it, and the eighth 
grader in me loves to do just that, but Iam happy. Most of the time." 
He'd spent a good chunk of his life thinking it would never get any 
better, that he'd be stuck in a life he hated with no way out and that 
no matter what he did, he'd never feel that way, but he'd been wrong. 
It had taken a long time to get where he was, but once he'd finally 
made it, he wasn't about to give it up for anything. 


"Acting does that for me. I might not get a lot of work right now, but 
when I do, I've never felt so at home in the world. My dad wanted me 
to be a business man, and I was going to do that, up until my second 
year of college when I took intro to theatre and realized that I was 
about to waste my life doing something I never wanted just to please 
someone who was never going to be proud of me, anyway. So, I 
changed my major and didn't look back and-" And while he wasn't 
quite as happy as Jonathan seemed, he was getting there. It would 
take some time to stop living in the shadow of who he was expected 
to be, but eventually he'd learn to stop hating himself for what he 
wasn't. "But, anyway." 


"You should try talking to Benny. He got me my first exhibit here. If 
he thinks you're worth it, he'll help you get where you want to be. I'll 
give his number, call him, tell him I recommended you. He's got a 
new project he's working on and he needs a few actors for it. I don't 
know how talented you are, but if he likes you, then he'll probably 
hire you. I know a lot of people that got their real start through 
Benny." Benny had saved Jonathan's life, quite literally, when he'd 
showed up to his agency drugged out and on his way to burning out, 
fast. He'd stuck with him, got him cleaned up, gave him a chance to 


actually do something with his art. If anyone could help Steve get 
ahead, it was Benny. 


"Let me just-" Steve dug in his pocket for his phone, handing it over 
to Jonathan. "Here." 


Jonathan took the phone and unlocked it, it didn't take him too long 
to figure it out enough to add Benny's number to it. He paused, "Do 
you, uh, do you want mine, too?" 


Steve smiled and nodded, "That'd be nice, yeah. I can text you 
terrible lines from the scripts I'm reading. Film students are comedy 
gold, if they'd just learn not to take themselves so damn seriously." 


"Sounds good. I could use more comedy." Jonathan entered his 
number and handed his phone back to him. "You've got a few 
messages, by the way. I wasn't snooping, but they looked pretty 
frantic, but it's like, half emojis, so I can't tell." 


Steve snorted, "That's probably Dustin. He writes in hieroglyphics and 
calls it self expression." Steve took a moment to look at the messages, 
noting that, yes, Dustin did seem frantic, and that the photo of their 
stove on fire was probably a bad thing, but it was the photo of the 
fire truck outside their apartment that had the most impact, it was 
dated ten minutes ago. "Shit. I've got to go. Dustin tried to burn down 
our apartment again. He's a great cook, but it doesn't take much to 
distract him. 


"That sounds daunting." Jonathan stood as Steve did, unsure what to 
do now that he was leaving. They'd spent at least four hours together, 
with the shoot and talking, but Jonathan didn't regret it like he 
usually did after spending a long time with people. He hadn't felt this 
comfortable with someone since Nancy and it was nice to open up to 
someone who wasn't going to judge him. He really hoped their 
relationship went somewhere, because Steve felt safe, and it had been 
a long time since Jonathan had felt safe with anyone. 


"It happens like, once a week, honestly. I've just got to go, my name's 
on the lease, so I've got to be the one to explain it to the landlord. I'll 
uh, see you soon?" Steve asked, hesitantly. 


"Yeah. Text me. We'll meet up, get dinner or something. Actually, 
there's a theatre not too far from here that shows a bunch of classics, 
maybe we could go? If you're into that, you know." Great Byers, you 
don't flinch when seeing him naked, but now you get nervous? Way 
to go, champ, this is why you don't have friends. 


"That sounds great, actually. Maybe like, Sunday? Get lunch and then 
catch a movie?" 


"Yeah. I generally spend Sundays walking around town and taking 
photographs, but I mean, I guess I could just photograph you?" Was 
that the best attempt at flirting he had? It was pathetic. Honestly, it 
was no wonder he hadn't had a real date in seven months. Picking up 
random people at his exhibits didn't count, because they were already 
interested in him, but it was rare he was actually interested in 
someone back. 


"Don't you have enough photos of me?" Steve asked, walking towards 
the door. 


"No, not really. Most of them are of the same shot, just from different 
angles, and they're all staged." Jonathan shrugged, "I don't know, 
maybe you could be my next muse." 


"Your muse? High praise," Steve smirked, opening the door. "Does it 
come with perks?" 


"Not really. It just means that I'll be taking too many pictures and 
writing sappy poetry about you. Nothing too fantastic." 


"You write?" Well, looks like he'd been right about the angsty poetry 
bit. 


"A little bit. I'm not like, good at it, but I do sometimes." 

"You'll have to show me sometime. I'd like to read it." 

"I'm serious, it sucks, but, sure." Jonathan didn't generally show his 
writing to anyone. Nancy, Benny, and Will were the only ones he 


ever really shared it with. 


Steve just smiled and stared down at Jonathan for a moment, waiting 


for him to make a move. But after a few seconds it became painfully 
obvious that wasn't going to happen anytime soon. He seemed to be a 
little socially inept, but Steve thought it was cute. "This is the part 
where you kiss me goodbye, Byers." 


Jonathan swallowed hard, "Right. Of course. Sorry, it's been a while." 


"I can tell," Steve laughed, not mocking him. He placed a hand on 
Jonathan's chin and tilted his face up to him, leaning down and 
pressing a soft kiss to his lips. He felt Jonathan smile into it. The kiss 
only lasted a few seconds but Jonathan's cheeks were burning by the 
time it was over. "You're pretty when you blush." 


"Shut up," Jonathan mumbled, shooing Steve out the door. He heard 
Steve laugh as he closed it, resting his back against it and trying to no 
avail to stop the blush from spreading. He wasn't used to attractive 
people liking him back. He wasn't used to anyone liking him back. 
Nancy had been right, he did like this one. He was going to do his 
best to keep him as long as possible. He'd have to buy her flowers or 
something as a thank you for sending Steve his way. 


